SOME STUDIES IN HEREDITY.? 


By MARTIN W. BARR, M.D. 

Chief Physician Pennsylvania Training School for Feeble-Minded Children,Klwyn,Pa. 

Accepting without question that hereditity is law—a 
law verified by accumulated evidence gathered in every 
department of science that treats of organic life—some 
examples of the force of this law as the subject of research 
to alienists and neurologists may prove interesting to the 
student and also to the general reader. 

Richarz arrived at the following conclusions based 
upon an exhaustive study of hereditary transmission: 
First, that mental defect is more frequently transmitted 
by the mother than by the father. Second, that the inher¬ 
itance is more likely to fall either to one of the same sex 
as the parent affected or to the child most strongly resem¬ 
bling that parent. He gives, furthermore, a sequence of 
liability in inheritance, a liability naturally increased 
where both parents are neurotic and intensified by con¬ 
sanguineous marriages. 

Mother insane, i. The daughter resembling the mother. 

“ 2. The son resembling the mother. 

“ 3. The daughter resembling the father. 

“4. The son resembling the father. 

Father insane, 5. The son resembling the father. 

“ 6. The daughter resembling the father. 

7. The daughter resembling the mother. 

8. The son resembling the mother. 

Much stress has been laid upon the transformation of 

type in hereditary neurosis, which does, indeed, occur, 
amounting not infrequently to the extreme opposite type; 
thus, an insane parent may bear an epileptic child, or an 
epileptic parent a child who is a profound idiot. But in 
solving this, as in many another problem, the difficulty 
arises from confounding cause and effect. It must be rec¬ 
ognized that it is not necessarily a specific neurosis that is 

1 Read at the Association of Medical Officers of American Insti¬ 
tutes for Idiotic and Feeble-minded Persons, Grand Rapids, Mich., 
June 10th. 1896. 
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transmitted, but may be such instability or disordered ar¬ 
rangement of nerve tissue as may evidence itself by differ¬ 
ent types in various generations according to the degree 
of prepotency in the mingling of the parental elements. 

In the transmission of nervous diseases there are sev¬ 
eral facts to be noted: First, direct transmission of a neu¬ 
rosis patent, such as epilepsy, insanity or idiocy, from 
parent to child. Second, the transmission of such insta¬ 
bility of nerve tissue from both parents as shall unite to 
establish neurosis in the child. Third, such neurosis ap¬ 
pearing in entirely new type or developing one latent for 
generations, derived, perhaps, from some forgotten ances¬ 
tor. This reversion showing unmistakable evidence of the 
transmission through successive generations of latent dis¬ 
ease is one of the most mysterious and at the same time 
one of the strongest proofs of an inexorable law, written, 
as Darwin expresses it, in invisible ink awaiting but the 
applied tests to be revealed. 

The reappearance of latent ill is most liable during the 
decade of development. It is then that great hereditary 
qualities assert themselves to lift the individual, or atavism 
to drag him down. To each comes the hour when, like 
one of old, he must struggle for the mastery of good or 
ill, as we read: “ On the threshold of full reproductive life 
there is always a liability to break down. The organisms 
which break down in this way are so pronounced by nat¬ 
ural law to be unfit to be reproduced or to live—the tyr¬ 
anny of their hereditary has so doomed them.” Rather, 
let us call it Nature’s beneficent opportunity to say, “Thus 
far shalt thou go and no farther,” and, by timely death to 
the individual, to evolve new life for the race. 

Another condition shows the neurosis assuming peri¬ 
odic form, or skipping a generation; thus, in a family of 
apparently healthy stock its members living to advanced 
age, one member in every third generation becomes in¬ 
sane. Again, we find a record of a man distinguished in 
church circles, himself exceptionally clever, his father a 
dipsomaniac, his son insane. Yet another form of period¬ 
icity is that of the neurosis developing in each member of 
a family at the same period of life. 

Piorry relates the history of a family in which every 
member lost his mind at the age of forty. 

Prosper Lucas quotes Michaeles as saying that all the 
male descendants in a noble German family from the time 
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of their great grandfather became insane at the age of 
forty. 

Esquirol tells of a family in which for three successive 
generations the males committed suicide in or near their 
fiftieth year. 

Facts these, stranger than fiction, so fully substantia¬ 
ting Paul Groussac’s wonlderful idealization that it is 
worth comparison; indeed, we have here the points we 
have just been considering focussed as by a camera. 

A young Austrian noble, the last of a race whose 
members for successive generations at the period of fullest 
development had committed suicide, is kept in profound 
ignorance of his unfortunate inheritance, and receives 
every opportunity that new environment and changed 
conditions of living can offer. A11 extinct title conferred 
upon him, educated in England, entering the British 
navy, he circumnavigates the globe and passes the fateful 
period in diplomatic service in Washington. There, affi¬ 
anced to the daughter of the minister from B—, he sails 
with her family for that country. On the eve of landing 
he seizes his fiancee and leaps from the deck, leaving a 
letter to his physician and guardian, confessing the hor¬ 
rible impulse that has haunted him for days and to which 
he knows he must eventually yield. 

Clearly associated with this question of hereditary pre¬ 
disposition is that other one of marriage. Burrows, 
among the first to treat this question as one of grave, prac¬ 
tical import, expresses himself “ in favor of greater precau¬ 
tion in matrimonial connections/’ and quotes from 
Boethius, that in old times when a Scot was affected with 
any hereditary disease “ the sons were emasculated and 
the daughters banished, and if any female affected by 
such disease were pregnant she was to be buried alive/’ 

Maudsley inclines to think that to forbid the marriage 
of a person sprung from an insanely disposed family might 
be to deprive the world of singular talent or genius, and so 
be an irreparable injury to the race of man.” 

Lombroso gives two typical groups: First, the 
Bach family, presenting, perhaps, the fairest example of 
healthful mental hereditity, which produced through 
eight generations an uninterrupted succession of musi¬ 
cians, many of high rank, inundating Thuringia, Saxony 
and Franconia during two centuries. At an annual family 
gathering are found one hundred and twenty of the name 
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of Bach, and among them Fetis counts twenty-nine emi¬ 
nent musicians. Second, the Jukes family, producing in 
seventy-five years, two hundred thieves and murderers, 
two hundred and eighty invalids afflicted with blindness, 
phthisis or idiocy, ninety harlots and three hundred chil¬ 
dren who died in infancy, and adds: 

“ In what families can we find genius so fatally and pro¬ 
gressively fruitful?” 

Morris tells of a distinguished American family in 
which could be traced harlots through eleven genera¬ 
tions, and of another family claiming descent, with bar 
sinister, from Charles II., whose members inherited the 
physical beauty, the levity, the gallantry and the fine man¬ 
ners of their royal progenitor. 

Moreau, of Tours, said that heredity was found in nine- 
tenths of his cases, but gives no statistics. 

Bucknill and Tuke studied with a view of substantia¬ 
ting hereditary transmission, some six hundred insane 
families, and out of these found four hundred and forty 
due to direct inheritance from father or mother, thirteen 
had insane brothers and sisters and collateral relatives, and 
one hundred and forty-seven collateral relatives only. 

Brigham, out of seventy-nine insane men found forty- 
two with insane fathers and thirty-five with insane moth¬ 
ers, and in two cases both parents were insane. 

Dr. Langdon Down, in studying two thousand cases 
found forty-five per cent, caused by neurosis in parents. 

Ludvig Dahl made careful comparative studies of one 
hundred and sixty-nine idiots and one hundred and forty- 
one insane. In the former he found fifty per cent, with 
insane relations, in the latter thirty-eight per cent, whose 
relatives presented marked symptoms of idiocy and im 
sanity. 

Dr. Kerlin in the analysis of one hundred cases found 
twenty-eight per cent, caused by hereditary insanity and 
imbecility and fifty-seven per cent, by neurosis of various 
kinds. 

In my own experience, based upon the careful study of 
one thousand and forty-four idiots, I find thirty-eight per 
cent, with a history of hereditary insanity or imbecility 
and fifty-seven per cent, of other neuroses. 


'Vide table No. I. 
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The following history, 2 while incomplete in some de¬ 
tails, is yet an interesting illustration: 

The father, an intelligent man, married a woman 
who is described as “ flighty, nervous and passionate.' To 
them were born seven children—three daughters and four 
sons. 

The first born, a female, normal, married a strong, 
healthy man and had one. child, an imbecile girl. Mother 
now living, aged fifty-six, in full possession of faculties. 

The second, a son, normal, now aged fifty-two, married 
a healthy woman and has an imbecile daughter; only 
child. 

Third, daughter, imbecile, living, unmarried, aged for¬ 
ty-four. 

Fourth, son, normal, now aged forty-two, married 
healthy woman, but, owing to incompatibility of temper, 
they were separated. Has had five children, one an idiot 
girl, one died of convulsions in infancy and another of 
some kidney trouble. Two surviving children are normal. 

Fifth, daughter, aged thirty-eight, imbecile, has had 
an illegitimate imbecile son, father unknown. 

Sixth, male, imbecile, aged thirty-six. 

Seventh, male, aged thirty-four, married strong, 
healthy woman; five children the issue; three living, strong 
and healthy; two dead, disease unknown. 

It will be observed that the mental defect is more pro¬ 
nounced in the female portion of the family. 

In the second generation two daughters are imbeciles 
and but one son, and in the third generation, of the four 
imbeciles, there are three females and one male. The two 
normal have each an imbecile daughter, and of the two 
daughters, the normal has an imbecile daughter and the 
imbecile an imbecile son. 

The next study 3 is even more suggestive, including 
seven generations, therefore giving wider range of obser¬ 
vation. 

The progenitor, insane, intermarrying with good stock 
had one daughter, normal, who also contracted marriage 
with stock, as far as known, pure. Here we find the dis¬ 
ease, latent in the second generation, transferred in varied 
form to every member of the third. The record of her five 


‘Vide table No. II. 
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children reads thus: Son and two daughters insane, son 
and daughter neurotic. 

The fourth generation descends through the female 
line; the youngest daughter a neurotic, having four chil¬ 
dren; two sons neurotic (pronounced dipsomaniacs), one 
of whom married a woman with neurotic inheritance; 
issue, one male child apparently normal. Another son in¬ 
termarrying with good stock with like result. The only 
daughter, also normal, married a man of neurotic stock; 
issue, seven children, apparently normal. 

The record of this same fourth generation descending 
through the eldest daughter, insane but married into good 
stock, runs thus: Male, neurotic, unprincipled; female, 
neurotic; female, normal; female, epileptic; female, neu¬ 
rotic; male, normal; female, normal; male, neurotic; male, 
epileptic; female, normal. 

Here, in a generation consisting of fourteen individ¬ 
uals, are six neurotics and two epileptics, with six inter¬ 
marriages, three partial and three entirely neurotic. 

The result shows in the fifth generation about fifty per 
cent, affected, for of forty-seven individuals there are five 
insane, one imbecile and seventeen neurotics. Seven of 
the latter intermarrying with their own kind. 

In the sixth generation, we find evidence of Nature's 
effort to rescue by the power of prepotency where there 
is admixture of healthy blood; or by barrenness, enfee¬ 
bled vitality or early death, to arrest neurotic transmis¬ 
sion. 

The twenty-eight marriages in the fifth generation di¬ 
vide into three groups: 

First, normal intermarrying with normal stock. 

Second, neurotic with neurotic stock. 

Third, neurotic with normal stock. 

In the first group we find eleven marriages having as 
issue normal children, but numbering only twenty-two in 
issue normal children, but numbering only twnty-two in 
all; one family of seven, one of four, one of three, one of 
two, the rest one, and one marriage is barren. 

The second group, neurotic with neurotic stock, shows 
seven marriages with issue of twenty children. Of these, 
nine are normal, five die in infancy, three are still-born, 
one is imbecile, one neurotic, one an epileptic, seduced 
by a negro, giving birth to a mulatto child, making the 
seventh generation. 
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The third group, being* the union of neurotic with nor¬ 
mal stock, shows of ten marriages; ten children normal, 
one imbecile, one marriage is barren, and of another, that 
of a dipsomanic, the two children are still-born. 

The entire twenty-eight, marriages, with the exception 
of two, are distinctly not prolific, the prepotency of pure 
blood asserts itself in the first and third classes, while in 
the second, early death cuts off nearly one-half the issue, 
notwithstanding there still remains a sufficient proportion 
of neurosis patent, not to speak of what we have noted of 
latent power, to continue the gruesome story and to dom¬ 
inate with evil generations yet unborn. 



